
Weekly Stories (6) - Fair Trading Sections

under the Trade Descriptions Ordinance

Unfair Trade Practices - Wrongly Accepting Payment

Hong Kong people cherish healthy lifestyle.  Many of them seek relaxation through regular exercise and join all kinds of fitness courses.  Meanwhile, some fitness centres try to persuade consumers to subscribe to their services by advertising that more discounts or special offers are available if consumers purchase their services by signing contracts or prepaying fees instantly.  However, some unscrupulous traders, at the time of accepting payments from consumers, have no reasonable grounds for believing that they will be able to deliver the services concerned within a reasonable time, hence severely damaging the interests of consumers.   
Case Study for This Week : Wrongly Accepting Payment from Consumers

Miss Lee learnt about a trade fair organized by a large-scale chain yoga centre and went there to get more information.  At the scene, she was persuaded by a staff member of the centre to subscribe to a 30-month membership and was informed that she could attend unlimited lessons within the membership period as well as enjoy an extra 3-month free membership.  Miss Lee then purchased a 30-month membership at $20,000 and settled full payment by credit card at once.  On the next day, Miss Lee tried to book a lesson but was informed that all lessons in the coming 6 months were fully booked.  In other words, she had to wait for at least 6 months before attending the first lesson.

This fitness centre may have committed an offence of wrongly accepting payments under the newly amended Trade Descriptions Ordinance (TDO) that will come into operation shortly, because at the time of accepting payment, all lessons in the coming 6 months were already fully booked, and a course that is only available six months later might not be considered available within a reasonable time. 


Smart Tips: Consumers who purchase services by means of prepayment are subject to certain risks.  Therefore, in order to avoid suffering losses, consumers should consider carefully their actual needs and understand the availability and restrictions of a service when signing a long-term services contract and prepaying a large amount of money.  After the implementation of the fair trading provisions under the TDO, consumers may report any unfair trade practice mentioned above they encounter to the Customs and Excise Department.
Next Chapter: Fair Trading Sections - Civil Compliance-Based Mechanism
Source: Customs and Excise Department

For details about the amended Trade Descriptions Ordinance, please browse the website of the Customs and Excise Department at www.customs.gov.hk .
